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Burkhard: Introduction

Introduction
Marianne Burkhard

A Weaver in Moscow-A Benefactor in Basel-Land
Heinrich Handschin 1830-1894
While I was President of the SAHS a few years ago I was contacted by
a descendant of the Handschin family who wanted to have an English
translation of a brochure which described the life and work of her greatgreat-uncle Heinrich Handschin. He grew up in rather poor circumstances
in Rickenbach, in the Canton of Basel-Landschaft, became a weaver,
emigrated to Russia and returned as a rich man to Basel. At his death he
bequeathed most of his money to his Canton requesting that an educational
foundation be set up which would allow poor children of the Canton to get
a good education that would be congruent with their abilities.
As I translated the brochure, I became fascinated by this man's life
story and suggested that it be published in the SAHS Review. Even though
Handschin emigrated to Russia and not to the United States, his story is
well worthy of being better known as an example of how a poor and rather
uneducated young man earned a fortune through hard work and ingenuity
in a very foreign land and, how upon his return to Switzerland became a
benefactor to many generations of young people in his rural Canton from
1894, to the present day. Permit me now to make some comments about the
background in which Handschin grew up and about Swiss emigration to
Russia, so as to put his story into a larger context.

The Canton of Basel-Land
It seems good to say a few words about this new half-Canton. For
centuries the rural part of Basel was subject to the city of Basel. In 1798 the
region was finally given equal status, yet in 1814 this equality was again
abolished. In 1830, at the time of another revolution in France, the
inhabitants of the region rose up against the city and its aristocratic
government. This led in 1832/3 to the division of the Canton into BaselStadt and Basel-Landshcaft: Basel-Stadt measures only 37 sqkm, but had
large resources available while Basel-Landschaft with its 428 sqkm had a
smaller population and much poorer resources. Even today, this region is
quite rural: it is very hilly and the larger towns are all in close proximity to
Basel. Clearly, this was a rather poor Canton during Handschin's lifetime,
3
Published by BYU ScholarsArchive, 2009

1

Swiss American Historical Society Review, Vol. 45 [2009], No. 2, Art. 2
4

Review

[June

and it is no surprise that there were many families who were unable to
provide their children with an education that was commensurate with the
children's talents.
Rickenbach
Even today Rickenbach, Handschin' s birthplace is off the beaten track,
east of Liestal, in a northern comer of Basel-Land and separated from the
Rhine valley by rather steep hills, far from the wide modem roads. In earlier
times the Rickenbach branch of the Handschin family counted many
butchers, but by 1830, there were only weavers, small farmers, farm-hands
and day-laborers. Heinrich Handshcin was not the only one from this
village who sought a better life far away: A cousin, Jakob Sutter, lived in
Ohio since 1853, and two other members of the Handschin family
emigrated to Wisconsin where they had a small farm. One of their sons,
Charles Handschin, became a professor of German who wrote several
textbooks on how to teach German, another son (the grandfather of Lori
Handschin) became a professor of agriculture and farm management at the
University of Illinois in Urbana-Champaign.
Swiss Emigration to Russia
Before America was discovered, many people from West and Central
Europe emigrated to the East, to Silesia and Poland in the Middle Ages and
to Russia in the following centuries. Emigrating to the East was, until the
early 20th century, still an alternative to the new possibility of emigrating
westwards to North or South America. In recent historical publications the
Swiss emigration to Russia is described and analyzed. 1
Emigration from Switzerland to the Russian empire began around 1700
during the reign of Peter the Great ( 1682-1725) when Russia was
westernized by Europeans; after a bit more than 200 years this emigration
ceased quite abruptly because of the First World War and the Russian
Revolution in October 1917. During this time Gisela Tschudin ( 1181-84)
estimates that several tens of thousands of Swiss citizens emigrated to
Russia which, at that time, also included the Baltics, parts of Poland and
Transcaucasia. The emigrants included master builders and architects from
1
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the Ticino - e.g. Domenico Trezzini who built the SS. Peter and Paul
Cathedral in Leningrad - scholars from Basel, e.g. Nikolaus and Daniel
Bernoulli (1695-1726, and 1700-1782) and Leonhard Euler (1707-1783),
Zuckerbacker, confectioners from the Grisons, cheese makers from the
Upper Bernese region and vinegrowers from Vevay. (Schelbert 115-118,
120-122) The Swiss emigrants were mostly specialists, there were almost
no farm workers and servants; and the largest group of emigrants was made
up of tutors, both trained teachers and individuals whose only qualification
was a knowledge of German or French and who were hired to educate the
children of noble and newly moneyed families.
The beginning of industrial production in the late 18th and the 19th
century opened additional attractive possibilities, this time for Swiss
industrialists, because the growing Russian population offered cheap, albeit
unskilled, labor. The textile industry was industrialized rather early, and the
processing of cotton was the first branch in which factories replaced cottage
industry. Urs Rauber lists a number of textile industrialists from the
Cantons of Glarus, Thurgau, Zurich, St. Gallen, Basel and Geneva who had
factories in Russia from the late 18 th century on (31-42).
Among them is Johann Jakob Morf (1809-1881) from Oberglatt (Ct
Zurich) who first sold silk ribbons in Moscow and in 1840 opened his own
silk ribbon factory. By 1850 he had earned enough money that he was able
to take his wife and six children back to Switzerland while he spent only
parts of the year in Moscow. In 1853 he sold his entire firm to his chief
manager, Bernhard Lerch (1811-1904) fromBrittnau (Ct. Aargau) who was
skilled in the construction of looms and had begun to work for Morf in
1849. Soon he replaced the weaving of silk ribbons with that of rubber
bands which were in great demand for the fashionable Bottinen - ankle
boots with lateral rubber bands.
In 1856 Lerch hired Heinrich Handschin as Master weaver in 1856, and
as Lerch had taken over Morf' s firm, so Handschin bought several of
Lerch's buildings to set up his own independent firm, and eventually his
chief manager Jakob Wirz took over Handschin' s firm. According to
Rauber, the firm Morf-Lerch-Handschin-Wirz was the largest and leading
ribbon factory in Russia until 1914. (47)
From Rickenbach to Moscow and Back
As will be seen below, Handschin' s factory in Basel sent him to France
in 1854 to learn another kind of weaving. Soon after his return in 1856 he
met Lerch who was looking for a new weaving master for his factory in
Moscow, and the 26 year-old Handschin accepted Lerch's offer quickly.
This quick decision reveals some facets of Handschin's thinking: It must
have been clear to him that he wanted more for his life than what he knew
was available in Rickenbach or even in Basel where his chances for
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advancement would have been very limited indeed. Moreover, after having
spent two years in France he now knew that despite his educational deficit,
he was able to adapt sufficiently to an unknown environment and a foreign
language to survive honorably and - so he must have hoped- successfully.
And he knew that he would be working for a fellow Swiss and find other
Swiss people in Russia.
Still, we need to appreciate his daring decision: The distance between
Basel and Moscow is 1,600 miles, and in the 1840s, the trip to Moscow by
postal carriage took about two months. Since rail lines now could be used,
the trip was much shorter and also not as difficult as the one across the
ocean to America. Yet everything would be new - the language even
stranger than French and in general the workers were much less skilled than
in Switzerland and France.
After thirty years in Moscow Handschin returned to Basel where he
spent his retirement. Thus he had not only emulated Morf and Lerch in
being successful in Moscow, but also in returning to Switzerland. In his
house in Basel there were only a few reminders of his time in Russia.
Though he conquered this new environment through hard work and
ingenuity, Russia and her culture apparent!y remained rather foreign to him.
Thus, he is one of the emigrants for whom the new country is an
opportunity for success, for realizing his personal potential, but does not
become a new home, a new world into which he wanted to be integrated.
Translator's Note
The current archivist of the Staatsarchiv des Kantons Basel-Landschaft,
Dr. Nebiker, graciously gave permission to publish the translation of this
brochure together with the pictures. We are grateful for this permission
which allows us to acquaint our readers with this unusual life.
The text contains some technical weaving terms; in difficult cases I
included the German term and gave as good an explanation as I could find.
With regard to the different types of schools in Switzerland I included short
explanations and used roughly comparable American terms.
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